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Introduction
In 2019, the number of women killed as a result of domestic abuse reached 
its highest level in five years (BBC News, 2019). On average, two women 
are killed by a partner or ex-partner every week in England and Wales; 
82% (n = 239) of all domestic homicides recorded between 2014 and 2017 
involved women killed by male current or former partners (Office for Na-
tional Statistics, 2018). Domestic homicide reviews have highlighted that 
previous or recent experiences of domestic abuse are a significant risk fac-
tor to determining women’s safety (Aldridge & Browne, 2003; Monckton 
Smith et al., 2014). Contrary to some media headlines which suggest that 
killers ‘snapped’ or the fatal violence came ‘out of the blue’, many domestic 
homicides could have been predicted on the basis of the perpetrator’s atti-
tudes and behaviours towards his partner (Dobash et al., 2009; Sheehan et 
al., 2015). Despite decades of research, theory and policy development, do-
mestically abusive (male) partners remain one of the most dangerous threats 
to women’s safety. Therefore, keeping women alive means recognising this 
threat early on.
To this end, Clare’s Law (the Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme) forms 
part of ongoing attempts to reduce domestic abuse deaths in England and 
Wales. Clare’s Law is not a law, but rather an information sharing mechanism 
which operates along two access routes. The right to ask permits members 
of the public (who might be at risk of harm) to apply for information from 
the police about whether their partner has a history of abusive behaviour. 
It supplements the pre-existing right to know which permits statutory sector 
workers to apply for permission to pro-actively share (otherwise confidential) 
information with a member of the public on safeguarding grounds. The pub-
lic right to ask route was implemented in 2014 and named ‘Clare’s Law’ after 
Clare Wood, a domestic abuse victim who was prevented from finding out 
about her ex-partner’s documented history of violence against women before 
he killed her in 2009. Clare’s Law has proven to be a popular approach de-
spite little evidence to suggest that sharing such information actually prevents 
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domestic homicide . Variations of the scheme have emerged elsewhere in the 
UK, as well as in some states in Australia, Canada and South Africa.
Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs) play an important role 
in relation to Clare’s Law and information sharing. The need for a specialist 
IDVA role emerged from recommendations set out in Domestic Violence: A 
National Report (Home Office, 2005). IDVAs undertake accredited profes-
sional training before working in partnership with a range of statutory and 
voluntary agencies, funded by both the Home Office and non-governmental 
sector. IDVAs are usually assigned to domestic abuse victims assessed as ‘high 
risk’ by the police to safeguard them against further serious or fatal harm. 
Alternatively, they may work with victims on an ad hoc basis through the 
courts or domestic abuse service providers. They serve as the victim’s pri-
mary point of contact, working with them (and any dependents) from the 
crisis incident onwards to ensure the implementation of suitable and tailored 
safeguarding plans (Safe Lives, 2016). This intensive short- to medium-term 
support ranges from safety planning (which may include target hardening at 
their domestic dwelling or facilitating access to sanctuary schemes or refuge 
accommodation) through to providing support in relation to criminal court 
cases, civil justice remedies, housing issues, benefits, immigration issues, and 
counselling and mental health services.
This chapter explores how emotional labour features in IDVAs’ engage-
ment with Clare’s Law as a domestic abuse prevention mechanism. It draws 
on findings from an empirical study which evaluated the scheme’s efficacy 
alongside how risk and responsibility affected its operation (Duggan & Grace, 
2018). Initial information on the scheme was obtained via Freedom of Infor-
mation (FOI) requests to 42 police forces, of which 39 replied. These replies 
formed the basis for semi-structured interviews in one policing area with 
eight key stakeholders who had direct responsibility for implementing Clare’s 
Law in the local community. The purposive sample included: two domestic 
violence ‘single point of contact’ police officers; a police and community 
support domestic violence ‘single point of contact’ officer; a domestic vio-
lence organisation manager; a domestic violence perpetrator prevention pro-
gramme facilitator; and three IDVAs (two affiliated with the police and one 
with the domestic violence organisation). The project received full ethical 
approval from the author’s institution and was part-funded by a Socio-Legal 
Studies Association research grant. The data collection took place in two 
stages (FOIs 2015–2016 and interviews 2016–2017). The researcher themati-
cally analysed and coded the transcribed data using NVivo.
The data for this chapter was analysed within a framework which fore-
grounds IDVAs and emotional labour. An IDVA’s involvement with Clare’s 
Law – and domestic violence victims – differs between the right to ask or the 
right to know routes. Therefore, the chapter begins with an overview of these 
two routes, showcasing their differences in terms of public and IDVA engage-
ment. The discussion then explores the nature and impact of emotional labour 
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by drawing on excerpts from the interviews with IDVA’s Tanya, Eleanor and 
Alice (pseudonyms). The chapter concludes with recommendations for how 
to improve the nature and impact of Clare’s Law with enhanced IDVA en-
gagement in light of ongoing discussions to consolidate and strengthen legis-
lation and policy relating to domestic abuse.
Accessing Clare’s Law: the right to ask v  
the right to know
Members of the public in England and Wales were given the right to ask for 
otherwise confidential information about an individual’s background under 
Clare’s Law, part of the Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme. Prior to this, 
such information could only be shared by statutory professionals for safeguard-
ing reasons if they demonstrated that the person at risk had a right to know. The 
two different routes are outlined in the flow chart given in Figure 9.1.
Important discrepancies exist between these two routes which affect the 
nature and extent of IDVA involvement. Under the right to ask, members of 
the public instigate a Clare’s Law application, often upon recognising their 
partner’s behaviour to be of concern. At this point they will undergo a risk 
assessment exercise. Those deemed to be at medium or high risk will usu-
ally be referred for more immediate specialist support, including access to an 
IDVA. Applicants deemed as being at standard risk will have their application 
assessed at a Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC), com-
prising of a police officer, a duty IDVA and any other relevant safeguarding 
representatives. If the MARAC decides to grant a disclosure, the wording is 
Right to know
Timescale: variable, but can be same day
Indirect information received by the police
Referral to local decision-making forum
Decision made to disclose information / 
Decision made not to disclose information
Right to Ask
Timescale: up to 6 weeks
Step one: 





Referral to local decision-making forum
Decision made to disclose information / 
Decision made not to disclose information 
Figure 9.1  The right to ask v the right to know.
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drafted there and then, where the attendant IDVA plays a key role in ensur-
ing the accuracy and relevance of advice for recipients. This is an important 
responsibility as recipients may choose to subsequently remain in the rela-
tionship; therefore, not receiving correct, useful or full information could in-
crease their risk of harm. If the MARAC decision is not to grant a disclosure, 
the IDVA’s involvement officially ends there. Contrastingly, under the right to 
know route the IDVA assigned to the high-risk domestic violence victim (or 
‘client’) may have access to information on the perpetrator, so can instigate 
an immediate disclosure request as part of the client’s safeguarding package. 
The IDVA will call for an urgent MARAC (as permission must be granted), 
attend on their client’s behalf, present their case and convey the information 
directly afterwards. The process is more immediate and involves IDVA en-
gagement throughout. Of interest to this chapter is how the two routes en-
compass very different levels of emotion and experiences of emotional labour.
IDVAs, crisis management and emotional labour
Emotional labour can be as exhausting as physical labour. Sitting with 
a distressed person (child, friend, relative), listening to someone when 
they are angry, courageous, resentful or sad, and acquiring the ability 
just to ‘be’ with someone who is lonely, frightened or in pain, is taxing 
and requires an appropriate response. Comfort, confrontation, humour, 
empathy or action may each be appropriate in different circumstances.
( James, 1989, p. 27)
Safeguarding domestic abuse victims (both generally and using Clare’s Law) 
requires IDVAs to variably engage with emotional labour depending on the 
nature or circumstances of the situation, and the victim. To better understand 
this, the following section addresses the IDVAs’ emotion work with domestic 
violence victims through three key areas: managing risk, managing expecta-
tions and managing involvement.
Managing risk
IDVAs recognise that the complexity of domestic abuse means freeing oneself 
from a harmful relationship is not necessarily a simple or linear process. Many 
people fail to recognise the reality of their situation until it has escalated to 
a point where seeking help is difficult or dangerous, rendering risk catego-
risations dynamic rather than static. IDVAs noted that a victim could move 
from standard to medium or high risk very quickly without being aware of it:
[U]nfortunately… [victims] do wait ‘til they’re physically assaulted be-
fore they [apply]. When it’s the emotional stuff, they find it harder to 
142 Marian Duggan
recognise that it’s [abuse] so, you know, it is the physical stuff when they 
do then think ‘actually, I can have this’.
(Tanya, her emphasis)
IDVAs welcomed Clare’s Law but displayed frustration around the risks af-
filiated to the right to ask route, such as the length of time the process took 
(in light of the dynamic nature of risk status) and the lack of detail provided 
in some of the disclosures. Applying to Clare’s Law or receiving a disclosure 
may increase a recipient’s risk level; Tanya indicated that several of her clients 
had graduated to high risk after receiving a Clare’s Law disclosure under the 
right to ask route, seemingly as a result of the vague or generalised nature 
of the information provided by the MARAC. IDVAs also cited concerns 
around the requirement for these recipients to sign the Data Protection Act 
1998 (DPA) before receiving the information, which prohibits them from 
sharing it with anyone else:
[Y]ou do have to be mindful that some [victims] may share information if 
they’re still with their partner or they’re going to be going back to them 
so it’s not always necessarily just as straight forward as, ‘Yes, there’s this 
information’.
(Eleanor, her emphasis)
These feelings must be masked through ‘surface acting’ (where emotional 
expressions are regulated), creating displays that affect others in desired ways 
in order to do the job (Hochschild, 1983). This is important as Howarth et al. 
(2009) evidenced the positive impact IDVAs were having on risk management 
and victim safety, despite having to navigate very difficult and dangerous 
terrain. The majority (86%) of the IDVA clients in their study were expe-
riencing multiple and ongoing forms of abuse, despite 66% being separated 
from the abusive partner at the time (Howarth et al., 2009). Victims require 
practical and emotional support regardless as to whether they continue with 
or leave the relationship, particularly if the person fears that separating may 
further antagonise the perpetrator (as it did in Clare Woods’ case). Walby and 
Allen (2004) demonstrated that over a third (37%) of women had experienced 
continued violence after they had separated from their abusive partner. In 18% 
of cases the nature of the violence altered as a result, sometimes becoming 
worse than before; 7% of women who left their domestically violent partner 
were subjected to the worst incident after they had separated (Walby & Allen, 
2004). Despite this knowledge, separating from a partner was grounds to 
withhold disclosure information from potential recipients until 2016 (when 
the guidance was updated) (Home Office, 2016).
As well as citing feelings of responsibility for their clients’ safety, IDVAs 
expressed fears of being blamed if that safety was compromised, which in turn 
‘may psychologically bind one to the role such that one’s well-being becomes 
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more or less yoked to perceived successes and failures in the role’ (Ashforth & 
Humphrey, 1993, p. 107). In terms of domestic abuse, what counts as a ‘suc-
cess’ or ‘failure’ can be complex; ensuring a person’s safety and freedom from 
abuse may count as a procedural success, yet be considered (in the short term, 
perhaps) a personal failure by the victim/client, leaving the IDVA to deal 
with the emotional (and practical) fallout. This links to Hochschild’s (1983) 
dramaturgical notion of ‘over-identification’, which often arises from deep 
acting (where feelings are consciously modified to express the desired emo-
tion). Recognising that there is a high risk of fatal harm regardless of safety 
planning means instilling difficult professional boundaries to ensure emo-
tional self-protection.
Managing expectations
Most domestic abuse evades police attention thus remains undocumented, 
but in other cases may be categorised in a way that omits the ‘domestic’ el-
ement (Walby & Towers, 2017). Examining background factors to domestic 
abuse, Howarth et al. (2009, p. 8) noted that 50% (n = 1,296) of the perpe-
trators in their study had a criminal record, 26% (n = 669) of which involved 
domestic violence related crimes. The importance of full and accurate police 
data on incidents impacts on the usefulness of the disclosure information 
which can be shared:
Most of my clients have asked for a Clare’s Law disclosure. When it’s 
offered to them the thing with managing their expectations is hard; just 
because something isn’t disclosed doesn’t mean that it hasn’t happened 
and just because, you know, we can’t share information that isn’t relevant 
to their safety so, you know, it’s only things that are deemed relevant to 
keep that person safe and sometimes it can have different effects … but if 
there isn’t any information to share then they might think that there isn’t 
anything wrong, it just means that that person hasn’t been convicted so 
that’s something you have to manage that as well.
(Eleanor)
By contrast, the information might be so robust that the disclosure causes 
recipients to ‘switch off’, go into denial, or refuse to hear it, necessitating that 
the IDVA carefully considers any immediate and ongoing emotional impacts:
…if I can see it’s getting too much I’ll say, “Do you want to take five 
minutes?” And they’re like, “Yes please.” I mean I know [the disclosures] 
are quite short but, you know, some of them when they are a little bit 
lengthy and the first sentence is quite horrific, you know, you can tell 
by their face that the rest of it – they’re not going to take in – so we just 
say, “Do you want to take a couple of seconds to…? Do you want to talk 
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about that bit?” So we can sort of break the disclosure down which works 
quite well sometimes.
(Tanya)
Dealing intensively with cases of sexual and domestic abuse can desensitise 
police over time, impacting on their communications with victims (Martin, 
1999, p. 119). Having IDVAs accompany police officers to right to ask dis-
closures is important to provide both specialist and emotional support, yet 
the latter has traditionally been conceptualised as (low-status) women’s work 
(Hunt, 1984). In right to know disclosures, the absence of a police officer (as the 
IDVA discloses) creates a different dynamic:
What I love about my job is the fact that I can sort of do that [rapport 
building], that’s what we’re there to do and that’s what we try and do. 
And then… You know, it sort of shows the client as well that actually 
they’re not just… it’s not just about there’s the information, blurt out to you; 
there you go, you deal with that. It’s about everything else.
(Tanya)
Most clients remain assigned to an IDVA for around three months (Howarth 
et al., 2009); therefore, ongoing interaction means building trust. This can 
result in greater client engagement with investigations and trials but carries 
disappointment when an IDVA’s efforts appeared to be thwarted by legal 
processes:
… you do sometimes feel a bit let down by the system when these women 
have finally come forward, get themselves up to the state of ‘yes, we’re go-
ing to give a statement, yes, we’re going to support it’ and months later it goes 
to court and they’re still having to live with the consequences when he’s 
out so that’s sometimes quite difficult.
(Alice)
Middleton’s (1989) notion of ‘emotional dissonance’ can prove beneficial if 
repressing emotion enhances production (i.e. allows for getting on with the 
job). In some cases, this can blend into ‘impression management’ whereby 
emotional labour as an act of displaying appropriate emotions requires less 
conscious effort in order to become routine and effortless over time (Ashforth 
& Humphrey, 1993). Conversely, the IDVAs’ narratives suggested experiences 
more in line with Hochschild’s in terms of internalisation, responsibility and 
personalisation. In other words, there were high levels of identification and 
investment which renewed with each case. However, this may impact on the 
ability to set boundaries, particularly if clients are estranged from family or 
friends or have become emotionally dependent on the IDVA as their only 
source of support.
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Managing involvement
The IDVA role is inherently gendered, with the vast majority involving 
women assisting other women. In doing so, they ‘simultaneously construct, 
or do, gender through their work, and the culturally shaped gender designa-
tions of work activities are reinterpreted in ways that support the jobholders’ 
gender identities’ (Martin, 1999, p. 114). This has implications for IDVAs’ 
emotional labour in terms of setting boundaries with clients while working 
to ensure that relevant safeguarding processes are implemented, adhered to 
and function in the desired manner. For example, the IDVAs expressed a de-
sire to be able to interact or follow up with a right to ask applicants at an earlier 
stage in the Clare’s Law process, as they recognised the missed opportunity 
to provide specialist advice:
[A]t that point when that person has taken it upon themselves to actually 
go to the police and ask for a Clare’s Law, if at that point they could be 
referred to the IDVA service equivalent… it would be amazing because 
you would have that person getting that support.
(Tanya)
Earlier IDVA intervention without adequate resourcing, however, could be 
detrimental to existing clients (reducing IDVAs’ time for serious cases) and 
the IDVAs themselves (through exhaustion). IDVAs acknowledged that they 
and their colleagues were working increasingly longer hours due to higher 
caseloads and extended duties, often with no extra provision:
We could always do with more [IDVAs]. We could always do with more; 
it would be lovely. Obviously, I came into the IDVA service a couple of 
years ago and some of my colleagues who were in there before me, they 
know the old days where their client caseload was a lot smaller so they 
could meet with clients in the community and could do a lot more work. 
Unfortunately, because of our higher caseload now we can’t always do 
that.
(Tanya)
Additionally, changes and reductions in legal aid provision also meant more 
IDVAs were accompanying clients to court:
Yeah, definitely more work for us IDVAs as obviously we’re trained to 
go into court but shouldn’t be, we should be just sort of like signposting 
[victims] and everything but I have taken [victims] to court and have 
taken cases on their behalf because they can’t get legal aid. … We haven’t 
got the time for that because it takes the whole day out, you know, time 
out of our working day because you’ve got to be at court in the morning.
(Alice)
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Feelings of duty and responsibility meant they would put the extra hours 
in, but were mindful of the possible impact additional work could have on 
their productivity. There was no bitterness about going above and beyond 
their contracted hours, but a sense of fear that when exhausted they may miss 
something in a case, or not give a client the correct assistance. This has also 
been noted in IDVA research:
IDVAs were having to prioritise access to specific interventions and con-
centrated support within an already ‘high risk’ case load, suggesting that 
there may be a lack of capacity to work at the highest level with all high-
risk victims.
(Howarth et al., 2009, p. 11)
Working in such a high-pressured environment can mean IDVAs expend 
more emotional resources than they can replenish, leading to ‘emotional ex-
haustion, depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment’ (Grandey, 
2000, p. 104). Research on occupational burnout often focuses on issues re-
lated to the frequency, quantity and/or quality of interactions; the demands 
of emotional work as effective predictors of burnout are rarely considered 
(Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002, p. 18). Maslach (1982) found that ‘individuals 
with high initial job involvement, professional commitment, idealism, and 
empathy for others are most susceptible to burnout, presumably because they 
invest more emotion in the enactment of their helping role’ (cited in Ashforth 
& Humphrey, 1993, p. 106). As this is highly applicable to IDVAs, the poten-
tial for burnout is a significant risk.
However, warning signs of burnout may go unnoticed as ‘the supposed 
“naturalness” of women’s caring role is central to the significance, value and 
invisibility of emotional labour and its development through gender identity 
and work roles’ ( James, 1989, p. 22). Despite a growing awareness of the 
links between high levels of emotional intelligence and strong social and 
interpersonal skills (Goleman, 1995), the additional emotional work under-
taken by IDVAs may be less recognised or rewarded because it is expected. 
James (1989, p. 15) suggests that such oversight may be because ‘the norms 
emotional labour takes and the skills it involves leave women subordinated as 
unskilled and stigmatised as emotional’. In other words, the supposedly un-
skilled nature of ‘women’s work’ is, in fact, highly skilled but those skills are 
often not acknowledged or duly accounted for, leaving IDVAs vulnerable to 
emotional exhaustion and potentially unable to separate work and home life.
Conclusion and recommendations
An IDVA’s task – keeping clients safe – is hugely complex, fraught with dif-
ficulties and becoming increasingly necessary. To encourage recruitment, 
more needs to be known about the nature and impact of this responsibility, 
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particularly how IDVAs separate their personal and professional lives, how 
they deal with vicarious victimisation, how they manage their own well- 
being and the impact of performing emotional labour. To remain effective, 
IDVAs must regularly negotiate their emotions during their engagement with 
victims (and criminal justice professionals), yet often their expressions re-
quire careful concealment, indicating how ‘even the apparent absence of emo-
tion may be the produce of emotional labor’ (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993, 
p. 93). A failure to pay due care and attention to this additional work not only 
disadvantages the IDVA but can be detrimental to their clients.
Although they are part of wider support networks, IDVAs spend a large 
portion of their time working on a one-to-one basis with different clients in 
order to meet their needs, and less time engaging with colleagues. However, 
while the role can be considered an individualised one to some degree, there 
are shared elements to the occupation which lend themselves to a form of 
‘collective emotional labour’ (Hochschild, 1983, p. 114). This in turn may 
allow for individualised workers to form communities of support and resil-
ience in the face of external adversities (such as cuts to funding, increased 
workloads, and fewer prosecutions). It may also be important to differentiate 
between IDVAs who work with domestic abuse organisations and those who 
work in an independent capacity while affiliated to the statutory sector in or-
der to discern any patterns or trends in how their environment and working 
practices may impact on emotional labour. Domestic abuse is a highly emo-
tive issue and one that, to be effectively addressed, requires a more nuanced 
approach in terms of support for service providers as well as service users.
The proposed Domestic Abuse Bill may be a key resource here. Despite 
still being under review, Nicola Jacobs was appointed the new Domestic 
Abuse Commissioner in October 2019. While she has no formal powers until 
the Bill passes through Parliament and becomes law, she can be considered a 
national figurehead for IDVAs, and should therefore have their best interests 
at heart. One of her roles as Commissioner will be to review the provision 
and impact of domestic abuse services, of which IDVAs play a key part. The 
impact of these services on those working to provide them is an important 
area for inclusion in such reviews. While the government recognises the in-
creasing importance of IDVAs, particularly when acting in a representative 
capacity for victims in court as a result of cuts to legal aid, there has – as 
yet – been no mention of planned pastoral or tailored support for them. It is 
important to ensure that the heavy emotional toll of working with people 
in crisis, and at a potential risk to the IDVA’s own personal safety, is better 
recognised alongside logistical efforts to establish more posts, greater funding 
and wider investment.
It is envisaged that the proposed Bill will also place Clare’s Law on a stat-
utory footing in order to increase the scheme’s visibility, uptake and impact 
(Duggan & Grace, 2018). This would be of great benefit to IDVAs in clarify-
ing their engagement with the scheme and outlining their responsibilities to 
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clients more clearly in relation to Clare’s Law disclosure information. Cur-
rently, the vague guidelines mean some IDVAs may be unsure about whether 
or not they can share information; this in turn can cause additional mental 
stress on top of an already stressful role. While not directly seeking to address 
issues of emotional labour, clearer guidance and evident legal perimeters may 
provide greater assurance to IDVAs seeking to navigate (increasingly compli-
cated) bureaucratic systems on behalf of domestic abuse victims. In light of 
this, and the aforementioned increasing IDVA caseload, it is more important 
than ever to consider the ramifications of this work on those seeking to keep 
victims alive.
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